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TOM WILEY

Public Education in New Mexico
The European migration into New Mexico began more than four
hundred years ago, but public education in the state, basically speaking,
is not much older than the twentieth century. Before that time, church
schools-mainly Catholic and Presbyterian-with rather meager aid
from public schools, taught reading, writing, and arithmetic. Even today over 21,000 children i~ New Mexico attend private and church
schools.
The public schools have grown rapidly since statehood. In 1912
there ,were about 60,000 children in public schools, many attending
only five months a year; in 1956-57, there were over 171,000, all attending nine months. This rapid growth has been brought about by
several factors: normal expansion of a young state; discovery and development of minerals; the influx of military and civilian personnel
where airfields and .atomic 4evelopment centers are located; and the
concentration of heavy population in irrigation districts.
Moreover, the holding power of the schools has greatly improved.
For example, in 1956 there were 36,779 students in public high schools,
while in 1946 there were only 19,699, an increase of about 90 per cent.
The elementary schools increased from 85,000 to 134,000, or 58 per
cent, during the same period. Since only the elementary.Jschools were
feeling the weight of the "larger family phenomenon" during this perioa, it is safe to attribute the great increase in high school attendance
to improved holding power. "From 1940 to 1950, while the U.S. average
of high school graduates rose from 14.1 per cent to 33.3 per cent -of the
total population, the New Mexico average climbed from 12.2 per cent
to 34.2 percent.
c
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Indian children are being rapidly integrated into the public schools.
Johnson O'Malley Funds have been provided by the U.S:Government
for assisting the states with Indian education, but such financial assistance should be continued until the Indian population can take
its place economically. Otherwise, the burden of absorbing Indian
children in regular school districts will become too heavy for the states
to bear. In 1952 there were 1,157 Indians in the public schools; by
1956, there were 5,607,
In the light of the expansion of public education in the state since
1912, and the expected continued growth, it is well to consider improvements. Several reorganizational changes suggest theplselves at
once.
1) At present the State Superintendent of Public Instruction is
elected. He is limited to two twp-year terms, and need have no special
educational qualifications. A prdposed amendment passed the Legisla-ture last session calling for the appointment of the superintendent by
the State Board of Education. It will be voted upon at the next general
election. However, there is still very little in the statutes delineating an
orderly "chain of command" between the powers of the State Board
of Education and the State School Superintendent. But an appointed,
qualified superintendent is a step in the right direction.
2) The State Educational Budget Auditor's offige should be under
the State Board of Education. At present, the office is under the Director of Educational Finance. This arrangement removes from the
State Board of Education any power over school financial matters and
submerges them in an agency which controls all other state fiI}flnces.
3) The office of county superintendent is gradually going out of
existence through consolidation of rural school districts with neighboring independent and municipal school systems. Such has been the
accomplishment in fourteen counties. The county superintendency is
obsolete, with its limitations of two successive elective terms, lack of
minimum professional qualifications, and low salary. It should be'
abolished.
I·
4) An entirb new School Code is needed. Many of the laws governing education are ambiguous and confusing, some are in conflict with
each other, and several are obsolete.
The professional training and absolute salaries of public school
teachers have steadily advanced during the past several years, as can be
seen from the figures given below:
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol27/iss4/11
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Professional Training:
Doctor's degree
Master's degree
Bachelor's degree
Less than Bachelor's
Average Salaries:

1940
1956
.1%
.3%
10.2% 28.3%
44.1% 65.5%
45.6% 5.9%
$1,188 $4,538

New Mexico stands third in her effort to support public education.
This does not imply that more money is depended here per pupil than
in many other states, because the per capita income in New Mexico is
not high among states. However, some very sound income sources have
been dedicated to th'e schools through the action of Congress and our
own Legislature. The most important of these are:
1.

2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

Income from state lands (8 million acres) .
Income from permanent school funds (over 100 million
dollars) .
Court fines.
Sales tax (2 per cent) .
75 per cent of state income tax.
Federal mineral lease and royalty funds returned to the state.

The earmarking of these funds and sources has been most important
in maintaining a clear channel for education as a unique function of
government. This highly desirable condition has been basic in the
educational progress which New Mexico has enjoyed.
Perhaps the most disturbing cObdition grows out of the strict control which the state maintains in educational budgeting of finances.
It is true that responsibility for education is delegated to the state by
the constitution, yet in practice and by statute a great part of this
authority should be assigned to thtl:llocal administrative units, with certain minimum standards being required by the state. Part of the undesirable control grows out of distribution of state school revenues. While
most of these funds are distributed on an Average Daily Attendance
basis to the various counties, there is no objective method for dividing
these funds among the' administrative units within the county. Of
more serious consequence is the "State Aid Fund" which has been
given to "needy" counties at the discretion of state agencies without
the benefit of any objective formula. Out of this situation has grown
Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1957
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a form of "begging," cherished by those who have been successful and
despised by those who have not. The 1957 Legislature passed a law
which required that $500,000 of an $800,000 State Aid Fund shall be
used for "emergencies" accbrding to a formula approved by the State
Board of Education, the remaining $300,000 to be divided at the discretion of the Board and the Educational Budget Auditor.
There will be eptirely too much state control until this problem is
solved. An interim Finance Commission has been organized and is
now studying the problem. This commission is composed of representatives selected by the School Boards Association, the New Mexico
Educational Association, the State Department of Education, the
Educational Budget Aud~tor's Office, the PTA, and the New Mexico
School Study Council. Another study is concurrently being made by
an Interim Finance Committee of the Legislature. It is to be hoped
that a common conclusion will be the result.
Within New Mexico we find a wide variance in economic conditions. Counties which have mineral development, big federal installations, or irrigation projects, are enjoying prosperity, while those which.
have none of these factors are in the economic doldrums.
While there are certain discrepancies in distribution of school funds
which need correction, much has been done already along the line of
equalization. For example, beginning salaries for teachers with B.A.
degrees in various counties do not vary nearly as much as average per
capita income. Los Alamos has' the highest per capita income, $3,065,
yet its teachers start at only $400 a year more than in Rio Arriba, which
has one of the lowest incomes, $537.
New Mexico is composed of an ocean of federal holdings in which
privately owned lands appear as islands. The consequence is that federal aid to education is a reality in New Mexico. In 1955-56, $7,946,719
was allocated to New Mexico. This amount was broken down as
follows:
Johnson O'Malley
P.L. 874-0peration
Vocational Funds
School Lunch
P.L. 815-Building Construction
Surplus Property (value)

$ 419,538
1,364,194
190,171
690,964
4,147,592
1,134,260

However, there are parts of New Mexico which are receiving no
federal financial assistance. This is true in some of the oldest settlehttps://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol27/iss4/11
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ments where the economy is low and where much of £he land is owned
by the Federal Government. Moreover, there is no assistance by the
Federal Government in establishing schools in these areas during
.
. territorial days.
There has been a great deal of discussion about a state school building fund, but perhaps federal assistance upon a broader scale than
heretofore realized-and in lieu of local taxes levied upon federal holdings-is the answer. Or if the public domain were returned to the state,
by efficient management through the State Land Office, the increased
revenue might be sufficient to solve the school construction problem,
as well as several others. The Land Commissioner is leading a movement whereby all of the public .domain would be ceded to the state.
One way or the other, New Mexico's educational problems cannot
be solved financially without federal assistance. The burden is too
heavy at all educational levels. Such assistance' should be extended
froin the kindergarten through the last year in college.
In spite of many problems which confront New Mexico in education, the outlook is bright. In her time of poverty the state was disposed
to place a high priority upon education; it is to be expected that she
wilfnot relax that high standard in her era of prosperity.
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